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THE TREASURES OF THE HUMBLE 

BY CYRIL BAILEY 

R ead bef ore the Alpine Club, May 3, 1938 

FEEL it a very high honour to h~ve been asked to read a paper 
to the Club, but an honour of which I am singularly unworthy, 
and a duty which I shall have great difficulty in carrying out 

to your satisfaction. For though it is my pride to be a member 
of the Club, I am as a mountaineer and this I want to make 
clear at the outset an almost complete fraud. I could not 
indeed say, as I once heard Anthony Hope declare at a Winter 
Dinner, that ' what I really like is a nice fiat promenade,' but 
I am probably the only member of the Club who has never been 
to the top of the Matterhorn, Monte Rosa or Mt. Blanc, and has 
never climbed a peak in the Oberland. Nor have I ever made 
any guideless ascent more adventurous than Mt. Buet, or the 
rocks of Les Rognes below the Tete Rousse hut, or the gullies of 
Tryfaen. I have contributed nothing to mountaineering know
ledge and have had no thrilling escapes. I suppose that my only 
claim to address you is that, however little I have done and how
ever badly I did it, I do know, as each of you knows for himself, 
that I have never had days which gave me greater joy than my 
days on the mountains. It is one of the first articles in my 
creed that there is no sport to equal that in which you move in 
glorious surroundings, your whole mind is set upon its immediate 
achievement, and, as George Meredith put it with his unrivalled 
succinctness, ' every step is a debate between what you are· and 
what you might become.' 
· When I had lost in my first bout with the Secretary and had 
failed to wriggle out of this task, I set about to think .what I could 
write about ; ' anything,' he said,' which does not require slides.' 
I pondered whether something on mountains in antiquity might 

VOL. L. NO. CCLVII. .. o 



THE TREASURES OF THE HUMBLE 

serve my purpose, but when one has said that the ancients knew 
nothing of them and generally regarded them as the frigid and 
inaccessible homes of irascible deities, ,there would not be much 
more to add. And in the end it seemed that I must speak of that 
which I do know, that I must be autobiographical and give you 
' the short and simple annals ' of my poor mountaineering life, 
in the hope that it might interest some of the younger members 
to hear how things were done in the humdrum 18go's, and might 
perhaps recall to all of you some of the scenes of your own past 
enjoyment. If it is only the ' Treasures of the Humble ' that 
I can offer you, you in your sympathy will recognize them as 
treasures. 

I had the good luck to be born into something of a mountain
eering atmosphere. My father was one of the early, though 
less distinguished, members of the Alpine Club ; from him I 
inherited a love of Alpine adventure and later in life the precious 
possession of the first ten volumes of the ALPINE JouRNAL. My 
cousin and godfather, Walter Leaf, was Vice-President of the 
Club, and what was more important, a large family of aunts knew 
Switzerland as the best of all places for a summer holiday. They 
walked with vigour, made tea in the woods for climbing friends 
coming down from the peaks, and occasionally got a place on 
a rope themselves ; the narrative of an ascent of the Aiguille 
de Ia Tsa was one of the great fairy-stories of my boyhood. 

The year before I left school I was taken up the Rhine by my 
form-master, Christopher Cookson, to join some of the aunts in 
S:witzerland. We stayed first at Spiez on the Lake of Thun, then 
a tiny village with one small hotell much haunted by German 
Grafins and Baronins, who screeched to one another in the 
gloaming from their bedrooms to call attention to the beauties 
of the moonlight. Cookson used to quote to me : 'like a high
born maiden in a palace tower, soothing her love-laden soul in 
secret hour with music sweet as love which overflows her bower.' 
From Spiez he and I duly ascended the Niesen and I got my 
first view of snows from somewhere near a level : Balmhorn and 
Bliimlisalp and that strange snow desert of the Wildstrubel. We 
then made a tour. We laboriously crossed the Gemmi, and drove 
slowly up the Rhone valley. A toilsome afternoon's walk took 
us up to the Grimsel Hospice. . The natural grimness of its 
surroundings was enhanced by the legend of the fiery temper of 
the hostess and her persecution of a meek husband. It had 
given rise to a poem in Greek Iambics in the visitors' book, 
written, I believe, by Verrall: non-classical hearers will forgive my 
quoting the immortal line T~v €v7T,Kouaav Kat Tov €vTT€1TEYJlEVov • 

.. 

• 



THE TREASURES OF THE HUMBLE 

Down to Meiringen and over the Scheidegg to Grindelwald, to 
stay at what I had always been taught to revere as the Holy 
of Holies, the Bar under the Boss family with their famous 
St. Bernards. It was indeed to me a holy place ; there were 
axes and ropes everywhere ; real guides, some of them with 
famous names, hung about the hotel door in the evening, smoking 
great pipes and talking of their ascents, a Cambridge three-miler 
was doing untold feats of walking to get into training for the 
Jungfrau, and an indication of the barometer of propriety in 
those days may be gathered from the unparalleled sensation caused 
when a German Frau one evening entered the dining-room 
attired in what · were then known as ' bloomers.' Here for some 
days I lived under the great wall of the Eiger, revelling in the 
necessity of lying flat on the floor in order to see its summit out 
of the window. We' climbed,' as we then called it, the Faulhorn, 
we crossed the upper glacier and walked on what I still feel was 
a dizzy path below the Wetterhorn. My alpenstock had become · · 
a sacred thing, but I knew I could not rest till I owned an axe ; 
for that summer the die was cast, I thought and dreamed of 
heroic ascents, and knew that my soul could not be satisfied till 
my foot had touched a real top. 

When I went up to Oxford, the generosity of a great-uncle 
put me in the position of having a little spare cash after I had 
paid my battels. All the first year this was jealously saved ; in 
August the aunts were going to Saas Fee and I went with them, 
meaning to get to higher levels than I had yet known. Frank 
Fletcher Sir Frank of Charterhouse a year my senior at Balliol, 
joined me, and I had great hopes of the aunts' friend, Cary Gilson, 
now also a famous retired Head Master, known to them as a 
skilled and intrepid rock-climber. Presently Cookson came over 
from Zermatt with Godley and Mumm. Gilson, as I had hoped, 
befriended us and put us to practice on neighbouring boulders. 
I showed no proficiency, but received encouragement from his 
guide, Pierre Maitre of Arolla, the bagginess of whose trousers 
was only surpassed by the sweetness of his temper. At last the 
great day came, and Gilson said he would take us up the Ulrichs
horn. We were up early, scrupulously observing all the con
venances of unbooted feet and hushed voices. We started on 
the grass slopes, up which I pounded at a ridiculous rate, oblivious 
of all warnings. As we got near the lower rocks there was a short 
thunder-storm ; we sheltered, and to my infinite pride put away 
our axes yes, I had one this year lest they should be lightning
struck. Then began a bit of glacier work and a snow trudge. 
Whether it was the early racing up the slopes or the thunder-storm, 
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or a touch of mountain-sickness, I don't know, but some quarter 
of an hour from the top I was done. Gilson, with the perfect 
promptness of the trained mountaineer though I now think 
unnecessarily turned at once and the peak was given up. It was 
a mortifying first experience ; I had wrecked the whole expedition, 
and I crept back to the hotel crestfallen and feeling that I had lost 
my one chance. To my surprise, a few days afterwards Gilson 
said that he was going up the Weissmies with Cookson and asked 
not only Fletcher but even me to go. We were to spend the night 
in the shepherds' huts there was no Almagell climbing hut 
then and make the ascent next day. My heart leapt again and 
I loved every step of the preliminary walk down and up past 
the Saas Fee chapels, whose figures I only appreciated years 
afterwards, when I had seen Varallo and read Samuel Butler's 
essay on them down to Saas im Grund and up into that lovely 
green cup of Almagell. The evening in the hut was beguiled 

~ -for we were ' highbrows ' by an intellectual form of the 
guessing-game ; Gilson ' thought of something,' which after 
intermittent questioning that day and next we gave up ; it was 
' Otherworldliness.' I did not sleep a wink; the hay-loft was 
uncomfortable, the excitement was tremendous, and all night a 
herd of goats made loud and persistent butting attacks on the . 
door ; as Cookson shifted from side to side, he murmured ' drowsy 
tinklings lull the distant folds.' Of the early part of the climb 
I remember nothing, till we were on the final snow and rock
arete with icicles hanging from our faces and a big wind blowing 
misty clouds across us, through the rifts of which I looked down 
for the first time on the Lombardy plain in full sunshine. There 
was no mistake that day ; we solemnly patted the summit and 
were soon in the delirious joys of our first glissade ; the upright 
posture was not long maintained, we frankly sat and, as the snow 
towards the bottom was thin, Cookson rose with no seat to his 
breeches. Then there was a long sleep at the top of the grass 
slopes, from which we wakened to find large-eyed cows munching 
our discarded sweaters, a joyful swing down to the valley, a steep 
clamber to the .Saas Fee woods and a triumphant return to the 
hotel, Cookson's modesty deftly draped by the rope. I had 
tasted the mountaineer's full joy. Later on Fletcher and I 
-unchaperoned this time trudged up the Allalinhorn, and 
Gilson took me a rock scramble on the Mittaghorn, and then came 
a real pass expedition, over the Ried Pass, down into the Zermatt 
valley, by train up to Randa and up to the Tasch hut, with its 
glorious view of a star-clad Weisshorn, and back next day over 
the Alphubeljoch. That was a memorable day because Mumm 
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had joined us with the great Zurbriggen, recently back from 
triumphs with Conway in India, and still more because half-way 
down the rocks on the Saas side Mumm developed a hole in his 
breeches' pocket, and five-franc pieces he was a rich man
showered down the cliffs ; even the great Zurbriggen lost his 
dignity, and retaining a hold with the left hand made frantic and 
ineffective grabs at them as they passed. That year ended with 
my first visit to Urquhart's chalet on the Prarion above St. Gervais, 
where we played an unconventional cricket match with his neigh
bours, including Lord Wentworth two days before he made a 
famous climb on the Aiguille Verte. I even induced Urquhart to 
try a climb, and starting at two from the chalet there was no 
Tete Rousse hut in those days we got to the top of the Aiguille 
du Gouter, no further, and even then we were out over eighteen 
hours. 

I have dwelt on these first two years because I believe that 
even you guideless heroes of to-day, who make new routes in 
your first season, will yet appreciate something of the joys and 
fears of initiation. But do you also regard it all as a great mystery, 
not only a craft, but a holy craft, whose high priests are the most 
venerable people alive, and whose outer courts it is a sacred 
p~ivilege to tread ? I did, and though later on custom staled 
some of the more obvious rites, that first feeling always remained 
and would be with me now. 

I cannot expect you to let me weary you with a prolonged 
narrative of later climbs. My mountaineering falls under two 
heads : now and then I got right away with a companion usually 
Cookson or Fletcher into a real mountain district and had such 
fill as the weather and my purse both broken reeds would allow ; 
these were my confessed and acknowledged expeditions. The 
others were surreptitious ; I had fallen a complete victim to the 

·charms of the St. Gervais chalet as the home of reading-parties, 
where steady work was to be done. A few strenuous walks were 
permitted, but climbing was in our host's idea too professional 
and involved a serious breach in work. But now and then there 
was a congenial or ambitious spirit at the chalet, and one would 
slip away and try to add another of the great range of peaks on 
which we gazed longingly from the Col. Mt. Tondu at the S. end 
of the range was somehow regarded as a legitimate means of 
giving a young fellow an idea what it was like to be on a rope, 
even though it did involve spending a night away at the Trelatete 
hut ; I think I ascended it three times, and it is not a bad little 
peak, with a wonderful view up the Trelatete Glacier to the 
Bionnassay and the Sommet. Such, too, was the conquest of 
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Bionnassay itself with Hughe Knatchbull-Hugessen, our wounded 
ambassador in China, thirteen years after 1 had been turned back 
by wind on the ice-arete below the summit. And another amusing 
expedition was the ascent of the Aiguille du Midi ; we went 
right round at the back, after a night at Montenvers, with a 
Chamonix guide, who, after we had got up the Geant seracs, 
confessed that he had never been up the Midi and had not the 
ghost of a notion where it was. That was my chance to trust to 
my local sense to find the peak and by such mountaineering craft 
as I had learnt I was proud to write A.C. after my name 
by then to invent a quite obvious way up. It was a nice bit of 
rock towards the end, but the mountain was determined to 
humiliate me, for as I crawled through a narrow hole on to the 
top, it' debagged 'me. But of all these surreptitious expeditions 
the best was one of three or four days with the Huxleys Julian's 
father and brother at the other end of the valley. It was soon 
after Running Water had been published, and I longed to find 
out whether the Argentiere was really as jolly a climb as Mason 
had painted it. It was ; the last ice wall very icy that day was 
as steep as his heroine had found it, and we descended it not with 
her beautiful inherited poise, but ignominiously, like a ladder, 
with our faces to the wall. After a great day's scramble on the 
Aiguilles Dorees we returned with a fine traverse over the Char~ 
donnet, memorable to me as it was the only time when I have 
known a man literally swing in the air on the rope and at the 
time I did not know it, for I was round the corner of a rock and 
well belayed. I slunk back guiltily to the chalet next day, but 
there were two more peaks added to the chain as I gazed from the 
Col that night. 

Can you bear with me if I indulge in a few reminiscences of 
the more legitimate days, vvhen I was not a Chaletite in revolt ? 
There was a short but glorious undergraduate time with Fletcher 
in the Val de Bagnes. A long trudge up the Grand Combin 
with a local guide with a long beard like Abraham and a fine 
contempt for all the petty needs of humanity, a delicious rock 
scramble up a little peak called the Pointe d'Otemma, and a day 
on the Ruinette, which I should always choose for anyone's first 
climb ; it has a great view back on the rock precipices of the 
Combin and a little bit of everything, glacier, snow, ice slope and 
rock-arete. Then there was a desperate Ausflug with Fletcher 
again and his uncle. We met at Arolla ; weather was hopeless ; 
we were turned back on the face of the Tsa by a thunder-storm 
and accomplished nothing but the Pigne, surely one of the grandest 
snow walks in the Alps. In hope we went round to Zermatt the 
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only time I have been there. For days we gazed on a snow-clad 
Matterhorn and had in the end to content ourselves with the 
Dom, but he is a fine peak too, and I was glad to see the Saas Fee 
chain again from the other side and to look along the Teufelsgrat. 
Besides, it had been one of my father's peaks, an early ascent, of 
which he had often told me. We had a famous guide that day 
-one of the Supersaxos and he was too great to bring enough 
bread and we had to dip sardines in jam by the tail. 

But perhaps most pleasant in my recollection are two seasons 
-if my short sporadic efforts deserve that name with Cookson 
in the Italian Alps. The first was in the Graians. I arrived, 
alas ! too late to join him in a traverse of the Gran Paradiso he 
said, of course, that it was the finest climb he ever had but I 
pursued him to Valsavaranche and had the joy of traversing back 
over the Grivola. I believe that was the most enjoyable climb 
I ever did ; it is a lovely peak with a marvellous variety. On 
the Valsavaranche side you clamber up tiers of ledges, for all 
the world like the dress circle, upper circle and gallery of a great 
theatre ; the only danger is that the chamois and bouquetins 
wait at the top of the couloirs and flick stones on your head. We 
lay on the top over an hour with a couple of chickens and a bottle 
of Asti Spurnante, and then descended to Cogne down a long 
ridge with fine slabs to -swarm down and full of incident. The 
next day we spent lying in the meadows, but towards evening 
began to make plans for an attack on the Tour du Grand St. Pierre. 
The guide-books seemed to know little about it and, though the 
local guide professed full knowledge, we thought it well to consult 
George Yeld, who was staying in the hotel (may I add my tribute 
to his memory?). He was interested in our plan and gave us 
what we considered clear directions. We spent the night in 
some very rough shepherds' huts, where the cows beneath the 
hay-loft slipped periodically off their stands and jangled their 
bells. Next morning brought us on to a snowfield facing the 
range on which we recognized our peak towards the right. But 
then all Yeld's directions seemed to melt away ; we could not 
begin to recognize the arete he wished us to take ; the local guide, 
to whom our Fridolin Truffer was now referring as ' Der Esel,' 
which we had to translate into Italian as politely as we could, 
confessed that he had never been there before and had not the 
foggiest notion what to do. We were thrown on our own 
resources ; in front of us was a steepish but sound-looking rock
rib leading up on to the ridge, and from its summit it was clear 
that we could get to St. Pierre. There was an awkward berg
schrund, which gave Truffer an opportunity for a fine piece of 
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step-cutting, the rock-rib proved a delightful climb and we 
lunched happily on the top. At Cogne in the evening we reported 
our day to Y eld, who to our great astonishment grew excited and 
told us we had made a new route. Next term we were solemnly 
ushered in separately to Coolidge's room in 1\tlagdalen, shown 
photographs and told to point to our rib ; mercifully we both 
chose the same rib, and we were given a note in the next ALPINE 

JouRNAL (A.J. 17. 345). It was an unexpected glory, and to this 
· day I cannot imagine how one could ascend the Tour du Grand 

St. Pierre from the N. side by any other route. But such is fame. 
One more day and I have done. I was again with Cookson 

and Truffer in the Tarentaise and weather was once more un
propitious. We had hung about in the Refuge Felix Faure above 
Pralognan, snatched a good day on the Pointe de Ia Gliere, a 
delightful rock climb ' ein kleines Matterhorn,' Truffer called 
it crossed over to Val d'Isere, had another good day on the 
Tsanteleina with a fine view into Italy, returned to the Felix 
Faure by the Glacier de Ia Grande Casse, and despairing of the 
Casse himself, our real objective, intended to descend to the 
valley the next morning. At two the guides woke us and said 
there was moonlight and a frost and the Casse would go. 
Cookson said he had a stomach-ache but I determined to start. 
Crossing the lower neve we made for the rocks to the left of the 
icefall ; they must be rotten at any time, but that morning they 
were also iced from top to toe. I did not much like it, but I said 
nothing, and we got at last to the top of the rocks and paused. 
Favre, the local guide, then stated that he had been up the 
mountain seventy-two times but had never seen anything like 
that, and Truffer, who was always a philosopher, remarked that he 
was glad that Cookson had a stomach-ache, as it would be a pity 
for both Herrs to be killed on the same day. In these cheerful 
circumstances I suggested breakfast, and after a hearty meal we 
strolled up the snow-arete to the summit, where we had one of 
those astonishing views back on the Mt. Blanc massif, which 
you get from these southern peaks, and strolled back again to the 
breakfast-place. The sun was out now, but the rocks would not 
go and we had to take to the steep snow slope in the middle. 
Crossing a couloir I was nearly annihilated by a boulder about as 
big as a coal-scuttle, but fortified. by Truffer's assurance that 
falling stones only come every ten minutes and meditating on 
the clockwork regularity of nature I plucked up courage and ran 
across. The descent was stiff, but we were back at the Refuge 
about three and sauntered down to Pralognan, where I found 
Cookson with a restored stomach and a slightly frayed temper. 
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It was a great day for me and a profound satisfaction to have 
bagged the Casse at last. 

This paper has been a long chapter of gross and undisguised 
egotism. It has given me immense pleasure thus to recollect 
emotion in tranquillity and I hope it has not bored you to distrac
tion. I know that the right sort of paper to be read to the Club 
raises questions and problems. There are no technical problems 
to be discussed here, but perhaps what I have said may suggest 
a comparison between those far-off days and the present time. 
We were far below you in experience, we did not trust ourselves, 
for we used to say that even the best of amateurs cannot know so 
much about weather conditions as the local guide. And we were 
unadventurous, at least in the modern sense. And yet I think 
that there are some things in our experience, which the modern 
mountaineer may lack. In the first place, there was a certain 
simplicity in our performance. We were not out to make 
records we did not even know them ; no man could take as 
long as Baedeker wanted him to take, and even Ball seemed to 
bear little relation to reality. And vte were content usually to 
follow the most obvious route to the summit ; even these had not 
been done so many times that it .was necessary to look for a new 
route to stimulate our energies. Our food was the mutton 
sandwich or the chicken of the hotel and our luxury prunes ; 
just at the end of my time some enterprising London purveyor 
h.ad invented small tins of jam. And last item in our simplicity 
___;we knew nothing of crampons, still less of pitons. I should not 
venture to argue the propriety of these aids, for a plea for unaided 
simplicity might lead to a question whether the true mountaineer 
should carry an axe or have nails in_ his boots. But I cannot 
escape from a prejudice that we were somehow more genuinely 
pitting ourselves ·against nature than~~the heroes of the north face 
of the Grandes Jorasses. -

I c.annot claim that we had any superiority in the joys of com
panionship ; I still hold that there are two things that knit man 
to man more than any others ; one is to have been on the same 
rope on a good climb, the other to have sung the choruses of the 
B minor Mass side by side. But we had the real companionship 
of the guides and learnt to know, respect and, after a season or 
two, to love them. And that meant not merely an addition to 
one's friendships, but a greater insight into the life of the Swiss 
valleys from the point of view of the permanent inhabitant. 
Fridolin Truffer, with whom I was for several summers, was in 
the winter a bootmaker, and the President of his Gemeinde at 
Randa, and from him I learnt something of the life of a village 
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community, and of the hardships of winter. And I had the 
interest of seeing his outlook on strange things and places. Once 
we took him to the St. Gervais chalet, and he was overcome by 
the flowers ; ' sehr seltsam,' he said, and he could not believe 
that in England the cows were not driven up the mountains in 
summer. I felt his loneliness in the French or Italian Alps, and 
saw his face light with joy at a distant view of the Matterhorn. 
I experienced, too, his kindly endeavour to suppress his contempt 
at the ways of foreigners, of the Italian porter, ' der. Esel,' and 
the French guide in the Tarentaise ; ' er ist nicht ein guter 
Fuhrer,' he said in the intermediate stage, ' aber vielleicht ein 
guter Mann,' but even that disappeared on the Sunday : ' er ist 
katholisch und er geht nicht i.n die Messe ; das kann ich nie 
verstehen.' Does one really get this experience of an entry into 
local life, when one dashes from the hotel, sleeps in the well
appointed mountain hut, goes guideless up one's peaks, and 
perhaps from one season to another hardly speaks to a native ? 

And yet after all one comes back on the common experience of 
us all. ' What is it,' C. E. Mathews asks in a famous passage 
of the Badminton Mountaineering, which I regret to say that 
Fletcher and I once turned into Latin prose, ' what is it that makes 
mountaineering the noblest pastime in the world ? ' I cannot. 
rush in where many angels have feared to tread, but may I put 
something of my belief in a single sentence ? It is in part the 
beauty of the surroundings an austere beauty in black and white, 
which has to be learnt, like that of a good engraving as compared 
with the multicolour splendo11r of the valley world in part the 
sense of strenuous effort, the pleasure of success achieved or 
defeat well taken, but more than all the awakening in us of a very 
intense consciousness of vitality, a vitality which is not ours 
alone) but spreads out into the wider energy of nature and links 
man up with nature in a strife which is significant of an ultimate 
co-operation. That at least is my creed. 
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